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Recently, ethics has been a topic that higher
education administrators have been examining with
intense interest.

Ethics and moral responsibility are

the themes for educational journal articles, book
chapters, and conferences.

This interest has led many

institutions of higher education in search of ethical
standards and guidelines for their professional staffs.
There are several reasons that ethics has come to the
forefront.
First, there are many new dilemmas facing colleges
and universities today, which open the door to
unethical behavior (Magner, 1989; Rudder, 1991).

For

example, sexual harassment is especially demeaning and
inappropriate in an educational setting

where basic

civility and respect are taught (Rhodes, 1990).
Perhaps dilemmas have surfaced in the past, but more
problems now are being uncovered for which there is
better documentation (Welfel, 1990).
Second, society as well as institutions of higher
education have become more complex entities.
Technology and diversity have brought about many of
these changes and innovations.

Students are entering

college with problems of physical and sexual abuse,
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emotional instability, drug and alcohol addiction, and
many come from dysfunctional families.

Student affairs

practitioners must help students deal with these
ongoing problems in addition to the already intense
pressures of campus life.
Third, the college culture and climate have become
very diversified.

There are students who represent

many different nationalities, races, ages and sexual
preferences.

Diversity tends to bring a wide array of

new ideas, views, attitudes, lifestyles and cultures,
all of which must thrive within a campus environment
(Tierney, 1992).
Fourth, a consumer movement has occurred which
demands that the quality of services received meet very
high standards (Welfel, 1990).

This movement has

called for student affairs professionals to be more
aware and sensitive to ethical situations.

The

possibility of being sued by a disgruntled student or
parent heightens a sensitivity to behave ethically.
Similarly, making all services and interactions equally
available and of equal quality is another priority for
student affairs practitioners (Bayles, 1989).
Finally, student affairs professionals often have
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a conflicting obligation between how to best serve
their clients' needs and still act within the
institution's guidelines and goals (Welfel, 1990).

The

needs of the students may not be within the limitations
of the universities' financial and time constraints.
For example, a student who needs continual individual
counseling in an office where there are few counselors
and many clients may not receive essential and complete
assistance.

Practitioner's are often faced with the

contradicting obligations of meeting the needs of one
student or meeting the institutions' goal of helping
all students who want assistance.

Thus, many

practitioners have begun to search for compatible
solutions through ethical awarerfess and education.
This paper will examine the literature related to
ethical behavior in student affairs.

Ethical standards

and principles developed by professional student
affairs organizations will be reviewed and applied to
three sub-specialty areas of student services:
admissions, residence life, and the counseling center.
Recommendations for improving the ethical climate for
student affairs practitioners will then be discussed.
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Ethical Behavior and Its Effects
Ethics, or a subject of philosophical inquiry, can
be divided into two distinct branches:

normative and

analytic ethics (Taylor, 1975; Winston and Saunders,
1990).

Normative ethics involves finding an ordered

set of rules or principles through which a person can
conduct their daily behaviors.

The second area of

ethics is analytics or metaethics, which is concerned
with finding the meaning of words or phrases such as
"good" or "bad" or "one should."

It deals with

establishing the right or wrong of moral beliefs, and
-~

finding on what basis people make decisions.

The

purpose of normative and analytic ethics is to enable
peopie to ~ind a critical, reflEctive morality of their
own, and not just blindly accept the moral code of
their society (Taylor, 1975).
The effects of unethical behavior on campus can
have a direct impact on students.

One study found that

an on-campus ethical conflict involving the college
president had short term and possible long term effects
on student leaders (Schwartz, 1991).

The student

leaders experienced feelings of stress in dealing with
the media and frustration when institutional goals were
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not being met.

Due to the college president's actions,

student leaders felt disillusionment and a violation of
trust.

Students are discouraged when the institution's

conduct contradicts the mission statement or values as
stated by the president or college literature (Manger,
1989).

In the words of Rotberg (1990), "when such

charges are made against administrators, the
institution's reputation and perceived system of values
suffers even more than the accused's reputation"
(p. B2).

Even though enforcing rules of conduct may be

a demanding task, a campus that acquires a reputation
--.l

for unethical behavior realizes that their students'
ability to learn suffers most, not to mention the
morale of_students and faculty iRotberg, 1990).
students in colleges and universities today are
considered adults by the abandonment of "in loco
parentis," yet most students are still developing
values, beliefs and morals (Winston and Saunders,
1990).

students' moral development and behavior has

been researched in great depth and some models have
been constructed.

Several moral development theorists

have created models applicable for the student affairs
practitioner (Kohlberg, 1969; Rest, 1983; Gilligan,
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1982).

Kohlberg's theory of moral development (1971)

suggests that movement from one level of the moral
hierarchy to the next level of the hierarchy is
gradual, but accelerates when the individual confronts
moral situations and decisions.

Rest's four-component

model of moral behavior is based on the premise that a
person must carry out four psychological processes to
behave morally:

(1) interpret the situation as a moral

one and decide what actions and outcomes are possible,
(2) make a judgement about which course of action is
morally right or what one ought to do, (3) decide to
4

carry out the moral plan and give it priority over
other personal values, and (4) follow through in the
impl~menta...tion of the plan no mftter what obstacles
need to be confronted (Rest, 1986).

Gilligan's Ethics

of Care (1982) offers another perspective of moral
development.

Gilligan asserts that women base

decisions on responsibility, relationships and the
activity of care.

Contrary to women, she reports that

the typical development of men is based on fairness and
the understanding of rights and rules.
If student service professionals use these moral
development models when working with colleagues and
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students, they may have a better understanding of
individual development.

This knowledge will enable the

practitioner to observe students differences, and then,
individualize the attention and guidance given to each
student.
Ethical behavior in student affairs needs to be a
priority at all levels of administration.

The

president and chief student affairs officer (CSAO) need
to support and demonstrate the highest degree of
ethical consciousness in their daily activities. It is
important for the CSAO to understand and accept the
4

educational goals and mission of their college or
university at the time of appointment.

This will bring

issues to the forefront and pos~bly ease future
ethical dilemmas (Sandeen, 1991).

High-level

administrators have the responsibility to be sure that
ethical standards and statements are in practice in
each sub-specialty office and are reviewed annually.
CSAO's must confront violations as they occur to
protect the students and the institution (Winston and
Saunders, 1990).

CSAO's and all student affairs

practitioners have resources available to help guide
their ethical practice.

Some resources which will be
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discussed in the following pages include the American
College Personnel Association's (ACPA) Standards and
Guidelines, the Council for the Advancement of
standards (CAS), and Kitchener's (1985) five ethical
principles.
Applying Student Affairs Ethics
Examination and comparison of ethical codes and
standards from different professions and fields,
reveals basically the same elements and structures
within a similar format.

Some principles are more

detailed and contain jargon related to a specific
4

profession.

Winston and Dagley (1985) found seven

basic purposes served by ethical standards in student
affairs:

{l) a pedagogical tool'."'to guide and instruct

students entering the field, (2) a guideline for
practical decisions on a daily basis, (3) a
clarification of responsibilities for professionals to
maintain minimum levels of competence, (4) protection
of the profession by watching for those who could
discredit the profession, (5) public affirmation by
communicating the role of student affairs to the
community and public, (6) protection for individual
practitioners who are unjustly attacked, and (7) a
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performance evaluation tool to help supervisors and
staff members identify appropriate behavior.
ACPA's Ethical Principles and Standards were

initially adopted in 1981 to "assist student affairs
professionals in regulating their own behavior by
sensitizing them to potential ethical problems and by
providing standards useful in daily practice" (p. 2).
The document focuses on behavioral specificity,
spelling out desired behaviors in detail (Canon, 1989).
ACPA's statement consists of four ethical

standards (1989) related to student affairs primary
~

constituents, fellow colleagues, students, educational
institutions, and society.

First, Professional

Responsibility and Competence entphasizes that student
affairs practitioners must have a broad base of
knowledge related to the profession and student life.
They must conduct their behavior at the highest levels
of competence and professionalism.

Second, Student

Learning and Development suggests that student
development is the basis for higher education.

All

areas of a student's life need to be developed and a
non-biased attitude should be demonstrated.

Third,

Responsibility to the Institution requires student
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affairs professionals to abide by and further the goals
and missions of the institution.

Lastly,

Responsibility to Society states that professionals
should "contribute to the improvement of the
communities in which they live and work" (p. 9).
The ACPA code adopted Kitchener's (1985) five
ethical principles in 1989 to serve as a guide when
interacting with students if the situation is not
directly addressed within the preceding ethical
standards.

Those principles are:

(1) respect autonomy

--acknowledge individual rights through freedom of
4

choice; (2) do no harm--avoiding actions which will
hurt others or place them at risk; (3) act to benefit
others--prpmote social, physicar, academic, moral,
cognitive, career and personality development; (4)
promote justice--give appropriate, equal and fair
treatment to all individuals within the academic
community; and (5) be faithful--to keep promises, be
loyal, truthful, and maintain respect and civility in
one's daily actions.
The CAS standards for Student Services/Development
Programs (1986) is used as a system to guide the
professional practice of student affairs practitioners.
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This document can be used for evaluation procedures and
for improvement of the student services profession.
CAS has General Standards which apply to most
functional student affairs areas.

The General

Standards are used in conjunction with the more
specific standards and guidelines that are presented
for 16 functional areas.

Ethics is covered in the CAS

General Standards, and addresses such issues as
confidentiality, sexual harassment, conflict of
interest and fair and equitable access to services.
All of the principles, standards and guidelines
4

presented, can be used as resources to guide everyday
conduct, particularly when confronted with an ethical
dilemma in_student affairs.

Ex~mples of such dilemmas

will be presented and the application of ethical
standards to the student affairs sub-specialty areas of
admissions, residence and counseling will be discussed.
Admissions
An angry student stomps into the admission's

office demanding to see all of the files and
information that you have about him, or he will
file a lawsuit. He asserts that a recruiter had
virtually told him that he was going to be
admitted on full scholarship, but just received
notice that he was offered no scholarships or
financial aid. Believing he was going to attend
your university, he had turned down all other
offers.
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The possibility that a recruiter used deception and may
not have kept his/her promises frames this ethical
dilemma.

Using the ACPA code as a guideline in dealing

with this potentially unethical situation, the third
standard specifies that the student affairs
professional will "assure that information provided
about the institution is factual and accurate" (p. 8).
The general principle "being faithful" suggests that
student affairs professionals shall be truthful and
maintain the necessary credibility to help others
(Kitchener, 1985).

Admission's recruiters need to be
-~

completely honest when answering questions, as well as
acquainting a perspective student with the positive
attributes~of the college.

To a~oid this dilemma,

admission's administrators need to reinforce that they
are counselors first and recruiters second (Johnson,
1989).

Residence Life
You are the hall coordinator in a residence hall.
It is the first week of school and students are
just moving in. A parent of a student in your
hall pulls you aside and states that her daughter
must be moved to a different room because she will
not share a room with an African-American student.
The parent threatens to pull her daughter out of
school if she is not moved immediately
(Guido-DiBrito, 1992).
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This ethical dilemma involves possible prejudice and
discrimination on the part of the parent.

The hall

coordinator may be condoning the behavior if she allows
the student to move.

Under ACPA's second standard,

Student Learning and Development, there is discussion
of the need for sensitivity to a variety of
backgrounds, cultures and personal characteristics in
the student population.

More specifically, the

standard asserts that "students must be confronted
regarding issues, attitudes and behaviors that have
ethical implications" (p. 8).
--!

This may be a complicated situation since the
parent is demanding the move, and we do not know if the
daughter c9ncurs.

The appropriKte ethical principle to

apply in this scenario is "promoting justice."

This

involves demonstrating an appreciation for human
differences and opposing intolerance and bigotry.

The

CAS standards and guidelines (1986) for housing and
residential life programs ascertains that students need
to "develop appreciation for new ideas, cultural
differences and life style differences" (p. 51).
Several considerations must be examined when making
this ethical decision.

For example, if the mother
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pulls the daughter out of school, the institution will
lose revenue.

If no other rooms are available, will

the mother be more tolerant?

One alternative is to

confront the two roommates about their preferences
without the opinion or presence of the parent.
Counseling Center
A counselor in your office persistently makes
sexual comments in the course of staff meetings
and lunch breaks. You have told him on several
occasions that you expect the practice to stop. As
assistant director of the center, you will not
tolerate such comments in your presence. It will
stop for a week or two and then he begins again.
You're beginning to wonder how this unprofessional
behavior is affecting his clients and other staff
members.
-~
The obvious ethical problem is that of sexual
harassment and offensive language.

The assistant

t'

director needs to be-aware of the effect this may have
on colleagues and student clients.

This situation can

be remedied by the application of the first ACPA
standard, Professional Responsibility and Competence,
which demands a high level of professional practice and
responsibility.

Specifically, it prohibits any form of

sexual harassment or activity which colleagues may find
offensive or distasteful.

Also, Kitchener's {1985)

ethical principle of "doing no harm" can be applied.
This prevents any physical or psychological damage to
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others, such as these verbal innuendos, which could
threaten an individual's self-worth.

A possible

solution is to confront the staff member directly and
set parameters for inappropriate behaviors.
Recommendations
There are many opportunities for professionals in
student affairs to improve the ethical climate in their
college or university.

First, the most important role

a student affairs professional can portray to students
is that of an ethically responsible adult.

In

addition, Schwartz's (1991) study of ethical conflict
-~

reinforces the importance of ethical conduct and
positive role modeling by college presidents. If
stud~nts s~e positive role moders and self-regulation
in everyday practice, there is a better likelihood of
ethical maturation.

Monat (1985) suggests that student

affairs practitioners have the unique responsibility to
serve as the institutional conscience, raising
questions of equality, fairness, honesty and
responsibility in their work.

Modeling responsible,

ethical behavior must be done everyday and in every
situation regardless of who is present.
Second, student affairs professionals must
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confront students when they are in a problematic
situation that has moral and ethical consequences.
Brown and Canon (1978) introduced caring confrontation
which allows professionals to respond to a student's
behavior before the behavior becomes destructive or
dangerous.

They suggest three assumptions that student

affairs professionals must make before the
confrontation:

(1) give the student freedom to decide,

(2) maintain a climate in which the students can assert
ethical judgements different from yours, and (3)
remember that "some values are better than others"
-~

(p. 428).

These three assumption enable the

practitioner to give students the freedom to make their
own decisiQn, yet, offer possibl~ solutions that the
student was not able to see.
Third, there must be a separate code of ethics for
each student affairs sub-specialty area as well as one
profession-wide statement.

The separate functional

codes are needed because each area has different
clients, work environments and goals, which would be
uniquely addressed within each code.

Winston and

Saunders (1991) suggest that one profession-wide
statement of standards would be beneficial to serve as
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a universal and collective statement for the student
affairs field.

It should be written cooperatively by

all professional student affairs sub-specialty areas
within a student services division.

The dissemination

of the code at conferences, workshops and newsletters,
would be crucial to the acceptance and enforcement of
the statement.
Conclusion
This paper has shown that ethics is a very
significant issue that has come to the forefront of
higher education.

As a number of new and different
4

unethical situations continue to emerge on college
campuses, there will be a need to address these issues
and possi~ly a demand for modiftcation of behaviors and
attitudes.

Many institutions have taken the first step

to re-evaluating or initiating their own ethical
policies in the student services division.
One underlying assumption for the necessity of
ethical conduct, is that it promotes and enhances
student moral development.

Professionals need to be

aware of their influence on students lives, both
academically and personally.

This understanding of

ethical behavior needs to be implemented at all
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administrative levels.

Specifically, the personal

morality of presidents and CSAO's have a great impact
on the entire institution's ethical tone (Rotberg,
1990).

Modeling ethical behavior is something that

must be done consciously and practiced at all times
regardless of the consequences.

Brown (1985) suggests

that "creating an ethical climate on campus is both an
essential and a possible mission for student services"
(p. 78).

Practitioners may need references and guidelines
to assist them when faced with an ethical situation.
4

Application of the ACPA Code, Kitchener's five basic
principles and the CAS Standards and Guidelines will
make the d~cision making proces• smoother and can offer
direction when confronted with an ethical dilemma.

A

strong commitment to ethical practice can begin with
the student affairs professional, and conceivably
spread throughout the campus community.
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